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Executive Summary

Despite several evidence-based interventions, Sri Lanka continues to face a substantial challenge in combating and
controlling micronutrient deficiencies (MNDs), particularly iron deficiency anaemia. It is largely prevalent among
pregnant women, adolescent girls and young children, with over half the population are estimated to be affected by
anaemia. Despite the government implementing various interventions in the recent past, there has been stagnation in
the reduction of the prevalence of MNDs.

Increasing the micronutrient density of food through fortification has great potential to improve the daily intake of
essential vitamins and minerals for the general population and addressing widespread micronutrient deficiencies. At
the Copenhagen Consensus in 2008, food fortification was ranked as one of the top three international development
priorities and as one of the most cost-effective strategies to reduce micronutrient deficiencies. However, it is a medi-
um-term strategy and does not replace the need to promote dietary diversity and provide supplements.

Sri Lanka has had a long experience with food fortification, beginning with the mandatory iodization of salt as passed
under the Food Act of 1995. However, despite various meetings and debates over the last decades, limited actions
have taken place to introduce mandatory fortification of other key staple foods, including rice and wheat. Both are
vehicles of high potential as they are consumed in adequate and predictable amounts, affordable, palatable, and
culturally acceptable.

To take stock of all the achievements and bottlenecks to regularize and determine the way forward for rice and
wheat flour fortification, the Ministry of Health, Nutrition and Indigenous Medicine (MoH) held a national workshop
on food fortification on 22-23 March 2017. It was widely agreed by over 100 multi-sector participants that concrete
actions are needed to realize the vision of taking food fortification at scale.

The group work operated in three phases: the first phase was the identification of an appropriate delivery option;
phase 2 consisted of the agreement on programme components necessary for selected delivery options; and phase 3
consisted of the identification of necessary actions for the implementation of selected delivery options by programme
components.

The groups agreed that although fortification of rice has a high potential to reach a large segment of the population,
there are several challenges associated with it and hence mandatory fortification may not be feasible at this stage.
Therefore, the best alternative is to introduce it under existing social safety net programmes. On the other hand, it
was agreed that wheat flour fortification could be made mandatory as wheat flour production is only handled by two
producers. It was noted that a large hurdle in fortification is the consumer acceptance of fortified foods since many
misconceptions exist. Sustained political will is also required to ensure the programme’s success to provide public
awareness of the nutritional benefits of fortification, and to monitor and enforce implementation.

Regional experience in both India and Bangladesh recognize that pursuing a multi-stakeholder strategy is an efficient
way to implement a successful fortification food programme. Sri Lanka should consider restructuring the existing
coordination bodies such as the Technical Advisory Group (TAG) and Food Fortification Committee to be more
inclusive of other stakeholders (NGOs, academia, and the private sector).

As a way forward, advocacy, policy development, standard setting, and its enforcement and monitoring will need to
be strengthened. To formalize the process, a cabinet endorsement of the work plan outlined in the report will be
sought before to introduce the product to the market.
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Introduction

This workshop was held to develop a national work plan to scale up food fortification, as recommended by the
Ministry of Health’s appointed TAG for food fortification. MoH, in partnership with WFP and FFl, hosted the
two-day workshop in Colombo on 22 — 23 March 2017, bringing together over 100 participants, including leading
policymakers, technical experts, industry representatives, and national and international partners (Annex I).
Dr Rasanjalee Hettiarachchi (Director, Nutrition Coordination Division) in her welcome remarks on both
days of the workshop highlighted the opportunity of the workshop to explore how rice and wheat flour fortifica-
tion can bridge Sri Lanka’s micronutrient gap and reduce the high levels of micronutrient malnutrition currently
prevalent within the country. She noted the importance
of a multi-sectoral approach to scale up the effort to

address the issue of micronutrient deficiencies (MNDs) in Increasing the micronutrient density of food
Sri Lanka. through fortification has a great potential to

improve the daily intake of essential vitamins and
MND:s is a substantial challenge for many countries in the minerals for the general population, thereby
developing world and has become the main risk factor for addressing widespread micronutrient deficien-
many diseases and constrained development, which in cies’. — Dr L. Syambalagoda

turn leads to decreased physical and cognitive perfor-
mance and increased risk of morbidity and mortality
amongst children . MNDs affect all age groups, but are particularly detrimental for young children and women of
reproductive age because of high nutrient demands during growth and the prenatal period. The burden of MNDs
is high in many developing countries. It has been estimated that iron-deficiency anaemia (IDA), vitamin A deficien-
cy and iodine deficiency are jointly responsible for the loss of 45.5 million disability-adjusted life years (DALYs)
worldwide.

Despite several evidence-based interventions, Sri Lanka continues to face a substantial challenge in combating and
controlling MNDs, particularly anaemia. It is largely prevalent among pregnant women, adolescent girls and young
children.

In the opening session on the first day of the workshop (22 March), Dr Lakshman Syambalagoda (Additional
Secretary, MoH and Chair of the TAG) highlighted the dire need for fortification of a number of appropriate
food vehicles in Sri Lanka, due to the high prevalence of MNDs in the country. However, he noted that there
remains significant resistance from various stakeholder groups towards food fortification due to several miscon-
ceptions, including the belief that fortified food can cause cancer, which has not been proved with sufficient scien-
tific evidence. He emphasized the need to create a strong atmosphere of understanding towards the potential of
food fortification and its safety prior to scaling up a food fortification programme in Sri Lanka.
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